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OK REFORM IN WOMEN'S DRESS. 



BY PRINCESS YSENBURG. 



"Light, more light," were the last words of Goethe. Could 
light be poured into the darkness which surrounds the question 
of women's dress in its relations to the health and happiness of 
womankind, it would bring about a speedy and far-reaching 
reformation. 

Until the present day fashion has ignored the ill effects 
resulting to her followers from strict adherence to her rule which 
injures their health, and the health of the whole of civilized 
humanity through them. It has been reserved for the end of the 
nineteenth century to bring about a change in the view of the 
world on the subject of Women's Dress; and the question has 
been raised as to whether it would not be better for humanity in 
general if women were to dress rationally according to the rules 
of health, instead of dressing according to the variable dictates of 
dressmakers, whose only object is to discover something new and 
who are indifferent to everything but the task of filling their own 
pockets. With this laudable purpose they have been in a manner 
reintroducing those old German instruments of torture, which are 
to be seen in the old castle of Nuremberg. Which of my readers 
who has been to Bayreuth has not also visited Nuremberg and 
taken an interest in those horrible relics of a barbarous age? 
Perhaps many have shuddered when looking at the "Giserne 
Jungfran," who embraced her victims and squeezed them to 
death! 

Does it not remind you of our modern torture instruments 
called "corsets"? Are not corsets the most unhealthy article 
of dress you can find, and does it not stand to reason that they 
must be the ruin of their unfortunate wearer's health, tightened 
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as they are to their smallest possible limit? One of our cele- 
brated medical authorities in Berlin, Dr. Gulenburg, says on the 
subject as follows : "The criticisms we make on the dress of the 
modern woman are on the whole most justified, and are to be 
classified into three divisions: First, the hygienic and medical; 
second, the universal, and, third, the practical." 

Let us first look at the universal point of view, which is 
apt to appeal to women's sense of beauty and find its way to 
their understanding quicker than the hygienic and practical point 
of view, though all these points are in close connection and cor- 
roboration. What is the first fault to be found in the modern 
woman's dress from a universal point of view? Let us leave for 
the present those faults which are most evident: the headgear, 
covering for the feet, length of the walking skirt, etc., and let us 
concentrate our attention on the waist. The biggest fault of the 
dress of our modern woman is that it is moving the waist out 
of the place where nature intended it to be, and forcing it lower 
down, compressing the organs in a manner that must have the 
worst effect on their development. In another part of Dr. Gulen- 
burg's article he says that the unnatural compression of the waist 
is causing asnemia — the special complaint of our time — hindering 
the circulation of the blood, creating heart disease and all the 
evils that follow in its train. Does not that seem a rather serious 
consequence of an irrational way of dressing, and is it not most 
important to find some more healthy mode of dress to save hu- 
manity from further suffering? 

It is here that the reform of woman's dress must begin. 
What we require is a bodice or blouse which will give the whole 
trunk of the body sufficient room in which to come to its full 
natural development, a development that is in my opinion a 
far more beautiful sight than an unnaturally small waist, which 
gives its owner the appearance of a half-cut tree. The bodice 
which would fulfill this condition is one that is suspended from 
the shoulders by wide straps, thus making the whole body partici- 
pate in the burden of the dress. This is an eminently rational 
costume. 

Another instrument of torture worn as an article of dress 
is the high collar, against which our doctors and specialists indig- 
nantly cry out. The oculist condemns it on the ground that it is 
a source of danger to the eyes, pressing upon the eye nerves and 
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occasioning various ailments from which these valuable organs 
suffer. 

It is condemned by the throat specialist as swathing the throat 
and rendering it susceptible to changes of temperature. The 
throat in their view should be left open as much as possible to 
the air, which exercises a hardening and strengthening influence. 
Regarding the high collar from the point of comfort, it makes it 
almost impossible for us to turn our heads. I am reminded of 
another form of torture used in the Netherlands to punish gar- 
rulity, used also to punish women for quarrelsomeness. There 
was a sort of iron cage in the market-place where they had to 
stand from sunrise to sunset, the cynosure of all eyes. They sat 
facing each other in close proximity, their necks compressed 
within high iron collars. Though the modern collars are made of 
softer stuff, they are little more comfortable to the wearer. Let 
us then put them away, and take with a good grace to the turned 
down ones, such as are worn by our marines and colonial troops. 

What do you say to the trailing skirts? Are they not in a 
different way another danger to the general health? Is it not 
absurd to walk about trailing behind you a bit of stuff which 
sweeps the streets, performing the office of an unpaid scavenger, 
and bringing illness and death into your houses by means of all 
the mud you have swept off the streets and all the horrible bacilli 
finding their way to your homes? Unfortunately, a good many 
of our ladies like the trailing skirt, because it makes them look 
taller and more stately, giving an elegant shape to the figure. 
That is certainly true, and I am quite willing to let it have its 
due. I only want to put it in its place, and that is — the drawing- 
room. 

So far I have only shown the dangers the trailing skirt en- 
tails on the wearer, but there are more dangers lurking in the 
background. I think of the poor servants whose duty it is to 
clean them. Are they not obliged to inhale all the dust stored 
up in these garments, making themselves liable to all sorts of ill- 
nesses, and to spread them? I should think the trailing skirts 
need the most speedy reform! 

At a ball the other day I was struck by a new extravagance 
of fashion, which made me think of the necessity for reform in 
ball dresses. My reader is sure to know what I mean — skirts 
unduly long in front. Is it not dangerous in the highest de- 
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gree, this dancing with a train in front of your feet? You 
enter a ballroom a joyous girl, beaming all over with smiles at 
the prospect of an enjoyable night, and at the first steps your 
partner treads on your front trail, falls down with you, and you 
may have received lifelong injuries. Is not this newest folly of 
fashion more insane even than the trailing skirt itself? It has 
not even the excuse of fin de siecle. 

This dangerous outgrowth of fashion must be abolished with 
as little delay as possible, and I think I have found a means of 
doing away with it ! Would it not be simple to put a remark on 
the invitation such as : "Ladies are requested to wear dresses not 
reaching below the instep in front"? 

Young ladies who are the leaders of fashion by right of rank, 
wealth and beauty, I appeal to you personally to take up this 
special lead! Have the courage to walk in the streets of your 
cities in a skirt reaching to the ankles; show off your pretty 
feet; and in a short time all women will follow your example, 
and the trailing skirt will have been expelled like the "crinoline" 
and the not less abominable "tournure" of former times. 

Even though the celebrated Berlin professor is willing to 
overlook other details of necessary reforms I do not feel inclined 
to draw the line at the waist, and I beg my reader with her 
mind's eye to follow me down to the feet of my supposed model. 
Here are excessively small shoes pinching the feet supported 
by Louis Quinze heels. We all know how very injurious these 
heels are to the spine. They throw the weight of the body 
to the middle of the foot, instead of supporting it at the natural 
place. Here the only proper thing is worn by the practical 
Englishwoman, who wears broad, low heels, enabling her to 
walk miles and miles, to do mountaineering and join in every 
sport which the Louis Quinze heels simply forbid to their dis- 
ciples. There are also india-rubber soles and heels which are 
worn to break the force of the step. The newest invention of 
this kind has been made quite recently in England and is going to 
be tried by English postmen. This invention consists in boots, 
the heels of which have springs. The idea is the same as in the 
above-mentioned india-rubber heels, but it has many more advan- 
tages. Besides the feeling of walking on cushions, the spring 
heels are said to allow the air to penetrate to the feet, thus ex- 
cluding foot soreness even after long walks. It stands to reason 
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that the pointed shoes ought to make way for broader ones, at 
least for walking purposes. 

Now allow me to take a leap upwards again, and say a few 
words on the subject of veils. I am afraid I must find fault 
with them, too, from a health standpoint. Can it be good 
for the eyes, for instance, to have a thick veil before them, 
covered with all sorts of big, dark points, or long-drawn snakes 
crossing your face, coming between your eyes and the object of 
their contemplation ? Does it not stand to reason, too, that your 
eyes become irritated by such treatment and that you run the 
risk of seriously injuring them? In summer veils are a 
nuisance, making one feel hotter than necessary, and in winter 
you think they preserve you from the cold. If you think so, I 
am sorry to have to destroy that illusion. On the contrary, they 
imprison your breath. It fieezes to ice on your face, and you are 
in danger of having your nose frozen. I am sorry to say I have 
personally had the experience during the recent cold weather, so 
that I am sure it is much better and healthier to allow the air to 
flow freely round your face, hardening it against the influences of 
temperature. 

I resume: The leading idea of reform in woman's dress is 
that every garment ought to fit according to the natural lines of 
the figure, without any impediment, without pinching or exclu- 
sion of free air that is supposed to penetrate as freely as possible 
through the clothing. I am afraid that elegance will be the 
sufferer for some time to come; for the medical celebrities, who 
are thinking only of the practical side and wishing to give relief 
to their patients suffering through their mode of dressing, leave 
it to those whose profession it is to think how to introduce 
their planned reforms into practical use. Yet this form of 
suffering of elegance will only wear so long as fashion ignores 
those reformatory views. If the leaders of fashion would take 
the reform of woman's dress in hand, and go in boldly for it, 
breaking with the traditions of high collars and pinched waists, 
Louis Quinze heels, veils, etc., the dawn of the reformed 
woman's dress would quickly come, the scale would turn in ac- 
cordance, and the fashion of to-day would be scorned by those 
who are now its warmest followers and adorers. 

Mart Princess Ysenborg. 
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